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Onion River Estuary ey

Approximate Size: 20 acres™
Ownership: Wisconsin DNR, Private

Year Last Surveyed by WDNR/NHI: 2012
GLCW(C Classification: Open Embayment
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Site Description

The Onion River mouth lies at the north end of a beach and interdunal wetland complex that extends south 1.6
miles to the Sioux River outlet on the east side of the Bayfield Peninsula between Washburn and Bayfield. A
short, narrow sandbar at the mouth of the Onion River creates a small, shallow lagoon and narrow outlet to
Lake Superior. The lagoon is cold with limited vegetation. A rocky headland borders the river mouth to the
north and contains residential development above short, steep slopes that are forested with northern white-cedar
(Thuja occidentalis), white pine (Pinus strobus), and paper birch (Betula papyrifera). To the southwest, a small un-
named feeder stream flows through young Hardwood Swamp and Northern Wetmesic Forest before joining the
Onion River near its mouth. Natural communities present along and adjacent to the Onion River include Great

Lakes Beach, Shore Fen, Northern Dry-mesic Forest, Alder Thicket, and Northern Sedge Meadow.

A Great Lakes Beach lies just south of the river mouth and is dominated by dune grass (Ammophila breviligulata),
poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans), and the non-native wildflower common tansy (Tanacetum vulgare). Inland from
the beach and behind the foredune lies a narrow but fair-quality Shore Fen dominated by sweet gale (Myrica
gale), wooly sedge (Carex lasiocarpa) and round-leaved sundew (Drosera rotundifolia). The Shore Fen is particularly
significant in that the community is exceptionally rare in the state, occurring only where herbaceous-dominated
wetlands fed by mineral-rich groundwater lie directly adjacent to the Great Lakes. Use of the beach and fen by
birds during migration is likely significant. Inland from the Shore Fen, a paved road provides access to a public
park and residential homes that lie within a Northern Dry-mesic Forest complex dominated by red pine (Pinus
resinosa). Upstream from the river mouth, the Onion River is bordered by a narrow band of Alder Thicket and
an approximately one-acre Northern Sedge Meadow dominated by sedges (Carex stricta, C. hystericina, and C. la-
custris), fowl manna grass (Glyceria striata), water smartweed (Polygonum amphibium), and panicled bulrush (Scirpus

microcarpus).

*Area includes creek mouth, lower creek, associated wetlands, adjacent uplands. Continued on next page...



Threats

Non-native invasive species noted in the area include small populations of purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria),
reed canary grass (Phalaris arundinacea) and common tansy. In addition, a small population of common hemp-
nettle (Galeopsis tetrahit) was noted in an upland adjacent to the site. Mowed foot trails between residential lots
and the beach have moderately impacted the Shore Fen. The use of boardwalks or trails with limited mowing are
encouraged to minimize impacts to sensitive beach and fen vegetation. Wetland filling and the conversion of
wetlands to lawn are discouraged.

Additional Comments

Across the Lake Superior clay plain, water quality and wetland function are known to be adversely affected by
open lands (e.g., developed land, agriculture, young forest) and positively affected by older forests and conifers.
Land use analysis of the watershed and associated water quality monitoring could facilitate better understanding
of this site's aquatic and wetland resources. The proximity of this site to Highway 13 may result in degradation of
wetland and aquatic resources due to pollution (e.g.,, runoff laden with sediment, road salt), increased water tem-
peratures and thus lower dissolved oxygen levels (from heated water runoff in summer), and disruption of ecosys-
tem and habitat continuity.

Abbreviations and Helpful References
GLCWC - Great Lakes Coastal Wetland Classification. glc.org/wetlands/pdf/wetlands-class_rev1.pdf
WDNR Coastal Wetlands webpages - http://dnr.wi.gov, Keyword: “coastal wetlands”

WDNR/NHI - Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, Natural Heritage Inventory Program. http://dnr.wi.gov ,
Keyword: “natural heritage”

Managing Woodlands on Lake Superior’s Red Clay Plain - WDNR publication #PUB-FR-385 2007. http://dnr.wi.gov,
Keyword: “bmp landowner guides”
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Shore Fen (left) and Great Lakes Beach (right) are important natural communities at Onion River.
Suggested Citation

O’Connor, R., A. Staffen, and K. Doyle. 2012. Site Description for Onion River. Wisconsin Department of
Natural Resources. Madison, WI. http://dnr.wi.gov, Keyword: “coastal wetland onion river”
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